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Patty Malt, Tuesday, January 8. 2008 


NIGHTMARE ON 


THE number of gipsies and travellers camping 
In England has soared to a record level. 

In many cases local authorities and residents 
object to their presence, with complaints of 
antisocial behaviour and plummeting house 
prices, but there Is often little that can be done, 
tensions have led to stand-offs around the 
country, and only a few days ago there were 
renewed fears at the UK's biggest traveller 
site, at Crays Hill, Essex. More than 1.000 
illegally camped gipsies threatened to set up 
a ‘tent city’ on green belt land next door If 
efforts to evict them succeed 
It Is one of several potential flashpoints. New 
figures show that In the past year the number 
of settlements has soared by 20 per cent In 


the North East, n per cent In the West 
Midlands and 19 per cent In the South West. 
Only In the Yorkshire and Humberside region 
have the numbers fallen, by eight per cent 
The study confirms a disturbing trend of 
travellers taking over sites without planning 
permission and quickly securing their 
presence by purchasing the land. The Gipsy 
Council argues Its members are merely doing 
as they are told - to buy their own land 
rather than squat on other people's. 

But residents are growing Increasingly 
frustrated at travellers’ apparent exemption 
from normal planning rules. Here, we tell the 
story of how one travellers’ camp has 
brought misery to Its neighbours In Essex. 


D AVID and Jill Walsh Raze across 
Sunnydene Farm, the small- 
holding they once believed 
would provide them with a 
happy retirement in rural 
tranquillity. 

But now beyond their boundary on two sides, 
where once you could see only green fields and 
paddocks, looms a hideous collection of illegally 
sited caravans and semi permanent mobile homes, 
which house more than 300 travellers. 

The eyesore alone is bad enough, but It Is as 
nothing compared to the campaign of intimidation 
and violence directed at the wishes for the past 
six years, whi. has left their dream In ruins 
Since 2004. they have meticulously logged every 
Incident at their home near Wlckford. 

' Essex. On 230 occasions they have 

suffered abuse, including death threats, 
airgun shots, hurled stones and criminal 
damage They have even had a beheaded 
squirrel dumped on their drive 
Police have dealt with 12 major 
incidents in the area. Including gun bat- 
tles and stabbings. and It Is deemed so 
dangerous that postmen have refused to 
set root there after one was hit by an air 
rifle pellet — leaving residents with a six- 
mile round trip to pick up their mail. 

Terrified electricity meter readers and 
telephone engineers will turn up only 
with a police escort. 

Cars have been driven at the Walshes, 
forcing them to dive out or the way; a 
hangman's noose was left in their garden. 
The criminal damage — 27 Incidents — 
ranges from broken windows to a 
demolished front wall. Then there are the 
31 times abusive children trespassed on 
their land. 20 incidents of litter, faeces or 
dead animals betng dumped there, and 
.six thefts. 

This, in short, is the sto^f of how 

offleiais Vave "found themselves 
collectively powerless to prevent the 
Walshes' lives being destroyed through 
no fault of their own. 

Their story comes amid new reports 
which reveal that the number of gipsies 
and travellers camping in England has 
soared to a record level. Official figures 
compiled by local authorities show there 
were 17,134 caravans at the last count — 
a new high and up from 15,863 In the 
space of Just two years. 

Thousands of them are parked without 
permission, and the numbers occupying 
Lind illegally has leapt by 12 per cent in 
just six months. 

Although in many cases local 
authorities and residents object to their 
presence, with complaints of antisocial 
behaviour and plummeting house prices, 
there is often little that can be done 
For former Ford car worker Mr Walsh, 
56. the travellers' arrival has brought 
misery. He says: ‘I am not a bigot and I 
have nothing against travellers — there 
are legal sites across the road which were 
there when we bought it (Sunnydenet, 
and we co-exist with them quite peace- 
fully. But the new arrivals are using 
threats and Intimidation to try to create 
a no-go area and drive us away, along 
with other non-travellers.' 


T HE walshes bought Sunnydene in 
2000. having moved from nearby 
Hornchurch, hoping to slow down 
The five-acre field on green belt 
land seemed the perfect spot 
•Jill and I saw ourselves scaling down 
our lives a Uttle here, a place where we 
could ei\Joy semi-retirement. We wanted 
a more relaxed, rural way of life and it 
seemed quite feasible,' says David. 

We planned to run kennels and maybe 
a livery business, but that's impossible 
now because we Just couldn't guarantee 
the safety of someone else's animals ‘ 
The incomers, almost entirely Irish 
travellers, began to arrive in the spring of 
2001, in something akin to a military 
operation which stunned the Walshes 
and other residents, but which foUows a 
pattern familiar to anyone acquainted 
with similar cases m Grays Hill. Essex, 
and Cottenham in Cambridgeshire. 

In Crays Hill. 500 travellers moved on to 
a Held, bought for £25.000 seven years ago. 
Though some travellers have been 
evicted, legal action has stalled other 
efforts to clear illegal sites and many trav- 
ellers remain In Cottenham, around 800 
travellers bought a 20^ acre site five years 



by Nick 
Craven 


ago and began to develop it illegally. The 
council served eviction orders on some of 
the plots but the travellers appealed to 
the High Court and many illegally devel- 
oped sites still remain. 

In the Wlckford case, t he land was sold 
by a local farmer in small plots — around 
a quarter or an eighth of an acre at a time 
— for how much no one Is saying, but 
somewhere between £10.000 and £20.000 
has been reported. 

Next, came the fleets of lorries full of 
hardcore rubble. As David Walsh recalls: 
•Over the Easter weekend, these trucks 
Just kept on coming, non-stop, and 
dumping their load on the fields.' 

Then earth-movers arrived to flatten 
the area and provide rudimentary 
drainage, and finally came the caravans 
and their occupants. 

Within days a little town had been 
created, all totally illegally because plan- 
ning permission Ls required to put down 
any kind of dwelling on green belt land. 


B 


UT the travellers know they can 
exploit the law. They can apply 
'or retrospective planning 
termlssion and when U\»\. 

' >Vy refused, as they know 
at t " 


■ permit 

r mt-vlta . — - . 

it will be. what follows Vs a cycle ot 


appeals and amended applications, 
which can take years to resolve . Finally 


h even used to fix the bicycles of 

some of the travellers' children. 

But as even more travellers arrived, 
peaking at around 350, the nuisance 
created, mainly by their children, 
increased — as aid the foul and abusive 
language of boys as young as four when 
they were caught trespassing on the 
Walshes' property. 

Initially, the couple preferred not to 
Involve the police, knowing that to do so 
might Invite a backlash. Instead, they 
tried to reason with the parents of the 
children, but found they were wasting 
their breath, and in 2004 they began to 
ring the police, making a note of when 
and how often. 

As part-time receptionist Jill. 54. puts 
it: Originally, we didn't report incidents 
to the police. We hoped that by dealing 
with it ourselves, in a low-key way. the 
problems would die out naturally 

We feared — correctly as It has turned 
out — that involving the police would 
make things worse, but in the end things 
got so bad we had no choice. The result is 
the current situation or reprisal, intimi- 
dation, aggression and abuse.' 

Many people would have given up 
trying to fight such a terrifying battie and 
chosen to cut and run, whatever the cost. 
But the Walshes are determined to see it 
out. even though both are suffering from 
stress and David no longer bothers to 
paint the house or do any work on it. 

He says: 'You cant pick a physical fight 
with them because you are going to lose, 
but I am determined to fight them on my 
terms, using the law, ana it's a battle I 
believe I can win. 

'It is no exaggeration to say that we're 
under siege Tne police and the council 
are sympathetic, but seem to be able to 
do little to help us. Financially we are 
trapped here, because our property is 
unmarketable 

The situation is all we think about 
during the day — and often through the 
night as well. The quality of our lire has 
been massively degraded 1 

And their diary records exactly how. 
Take this entry of Jill's from October 
2005. 

Planning Inspectorate Inquiry it he 



legal battle: Davli 
retirement plans 


It was their dream ... a retirement 


If I was going to say anything at 
Inoulry Told roe that once inquiry had 
finished I was going to die a slow and 
painfUl death. 

‘Reported to police — Control Room 
replied that it was only bullying, that 
that was the gipsy way and that 
nothing would happen 1 
As the Walshes show me round their 
modest bungalow, windows and secu 
rtty lights smashed by missiles and old 
egg stains smeared on the brickwork, 
a mrious domestic argument breaks 
out between an Irish traveller couple 
Just a few yards away across the lane 
Soon after, a police patrol car swings 
by. followed by a dog unit, both head- 
ing to the far end of the encampment 
for yet another Incident, but not one 
reported by the Walshes this time. 

David walks down the lane and 
shows me one plol on the site whose 


, tune ana mar 
' quickly enough' 

To prevent re-ocrupation, the 
square compound has been bull- 
dozed. and a 3ft high mound of rubble 
created. Within that, stinking raw 
sewage, possibly from chemical toi- 
lets. assaults the nostrils and, in one 
comer, a heap or old tyres looks ready 
to bum Rats abound in the area 
The whole squalid picture brings to 
mind not Basildon, but Basra Yet this 
scene, where lawlessness seems to 
prevail for much of the time. Is not 
some remote war zone; it’s only a 
couple of hundred yards from the 
main London- Southend road, and a 
few minutes from the M25. 

The reason It has been allowed to 
happen Is that the travellers know the 
law only too well, certainly on 
planning matters, or at any rate the 
barristers they employ on legal aid do. 

They also know they can always play 
the Lrnnip card of the Human Rights 
Act. claiming the right to a private 
family lift and home — sometliing the 


home among green fields and 


addocks. Now it’s a war zone with 


hundreds of gipsies bringing death 


threats, gun battles and stabbings 


occupant was evicted by the council 

— though, as he says, 'only t m k m 

s on the “ 


PJ because he 

was on the run from the police at the 
time and didn't lodge his appeal 


Walshes, whose kitchen window now 
looks directly at the wall of a mobile 
home a few feet away, have long been 
denied 

In the case of the travellers living on 
one or the two sites near the Walshes, 
the process has gone through its third 


from other approved sites, while 
others are reported to own property 
In Rathkeale, Co Limenck. known as 
the ‘traveller capital of Ireland', since 
they make up nearly half of the town's 
population mere. 


Although Basildon Council had 
already voted to evict the travellers 
from the site, as they were entitled to, 
that action was baited by an 
inunction pending the Judicial review. 

The judge said It would have been 
•unlawful’ to evict them. 

It's a war of attrition, and the stakes 
are high on both sides of the divide. 
FUr the residents living close by. being 
surrounded by a travellers' camp has 
inevitably slashed the value of their 
properties But for the travellers, if 
[heir illegal pitches finally become 
approved ones, the value of the land 
could soar by ten-fold and more 
Locals pour scorn on the travellers' 
case that they Just want somewhere 


I UDGMG by the cars, vans and 


here, So the travellers could, 
they chose, afford to live in 
properhemes. 

But. according to one of them. 
Katherine McCann, a 30-aomething 
mother-of-four (whose two teenage 
sons merit frequent mention In the 
Walshes' dossier), that's not what they 
want 

‘It’s our culture to live In a caravan 
ana. site hire this, then move around a 
bit and come back. I dont want to live 
oil & council estate,’ abe told me. 

On the subject of her sons' behav- 


iour, she was more guarded, saying: 
‘I've never seen them with catapults 
or air rifles. I Can’t say that the 
Walshes haven't bad same Incidents, 
hut to my mind theyare exaggerating 
what’s happened. 

•They must be lucky, because if all 
these tiling have happened to them, 
they’ve never had a scratch on them.’ 

Mrs McCann admitted that neither 


dont provide any. The motive behind 
setting up these illegal sites is entirely 
economic — It’s not down to need ' 

At the far end of Hovefields Drive 
from Sunnydene Is Hawthorns, the 
home of Derek and Jenny Mace, who 
used to be the Walshes' next-door 
neighbours but one. Now. probably 40 
traveller families live between the two 
properties. 

Visitors to 60-year-old service 
manager Derek Mace’s house must 
wait behind the iron-grille gate and 
stare at the CCTV camera to make 
contact. Then his dogs start barking 
as he walks up the drive to unlock the 
high-security padlock on the gate. 

We are living in a prison here.’ he 
says with grim irony, as he shows me 
in. His story echoes the Walshes', with 
his wife Jenny, 56, having come under 
a hall of fire from powerful catapults 
while out riding her beloved horses 
‘It's happened more than once.' she 
said 'We used to ride out for miles 
around the countryside, but the only 
way out now Is past the travellers, and 
It’s not safe Instead we Just go round 
our paddock, but even then we’ll get 
stones thrown at us by the kids. 

•Visitors get their cars stoned, and 
eventually people just stop coming ' 


•They’re waiting for pi 
As for the Wa] hes — they have 
e nannotis local sympathy. 

Basildon Council's Conservative 
leader Malcolm Buckley says: They've 
been through an awful lot, ' 
other residents We have already 
taken the decision to evict, but the 


erty, I'm struck by an ornament on t 
window sill It's a traditional Romany 
caravan made from matchsticks, 
being pulled by a My Little Pony toy. 
Derek laughs at the memory 'It was 
and so have my 00th birthday and the guys at work 


aside 11. Dm for this eviction and 
another rite In Crays Hill, and we’ve 
already spent £760,000 an legal ftes. 

In the past, Basildon has been quite 
generous with the traveller commu- 
nity. granting pitches The result Is 
now. 1 think, we're seen as a soft 
touch. We're told we should provide 


mocked up some paperwork that 
made It look as IT they'd booked us on 
a weekend In a Romany caravan, and 
gave me this You have to laugh.' 

His humour In the face of adversity Is 
to be admired, but surely the real Joke 
is a Government whose planning laws 
permit this grotesque farce to 
continue. And it's not hard to guess 
which residents of Wlckford are 
laughing the hardest 


Under siege: Fields used to separate 
Jennv and Derek from their neighbours 



